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Simultaneous interpreting (or SI) is a complex type of bilingual verbal 
communicative activity, performed concurrently with audio perception of an oral 
discourse offered once only. In keeping pace with the speaker, the interpreter is 
required to strike a balance between listening, memorizing, processing and 
reproducing. To this end, syntactic linearity is proposed as a feasible way to 
accomplish the simultaneity of the task.  
Syntactic linearity, or linear interpreting, is to follow the original order, segment 
the source sentence into single information units and then reconnect them together 
through certain techniques. Existing studies on syntactic linearity mainly focus on 
practical skills and strategies, with few probing into why and how it is facilitated or 
obstructed in certain contexts. Given those limits, Wan Hongyu and Yang Chengshu 
(2005) approach this topic from a new perspective, that is, the theme-rheme theory. 
Specifically, they evaluate three major types of theme information and their impact on 
syntactic linearity. Their conclusion is that theme carrying new information or of 
certain structures represents a major challenge in initiating linear interpreting. 
Enlightened by their findings and limitations, this thesis believes it is necessary to 
verify the applicability of their results in actual SI contexts.  
Driven by this purpose, the author conducts a case study on the two interpreted 
versions of the second inaugural speech made by Barack Obama, exploring how 
syntactic linearity works under four types of theme information and what are the 
coping strategies. It is found that linear rendering is primarily compromised for three 
factors: new information, complex sentence structures and distinct language habits. In 
face of those challenges, the interpreter is either forced to or deliberately alters the 
original order in reproduction, resulting in changes on both lexical and syntactic levels.  
Based on the theme-rheme analysis of the case, the author further explores ways to 
improve the implementation of syntactic linearity, in particular when it is still a 
preferable strategy.  
Given the benefits of this approach, the author suggests that in actual SI practices, 
theme-rheme features of the source text should be given more weight as it betters the 














aspect into account so that the course design and training materials could be 
diversified accordingly. 
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Chapter One Introduction 
1.1 Study Background 
Interpreting, as a unique human phenomenon or activity, enjoys a long history. It 
is started when there is the need for communication. Simultaneous interpreting, as a 
sub-branch of interpreting, is a process of listening and reproducing what has been 
heard nearly at the same time. Long as SI exists, it is not until the end of World War I 
that it was internationally recognized as a formal profession. Since then on, several 
international organizations have been established, creating a greater demand for 
communication between people speaking different languages. As a result, SI practices 
and relevant training services burgeon. 
As theoretical studies mature, researchers and interpreters in both the west and 
the east are advancing their study from basic understanding to systematic guidance. In 
this process, a number of theories and models were proposed in the hope of deepening 
the understanding of this activity and improve the interpreter’s performance. Among 
them, the Effort Model, proposed by Daniel Gile (1995), is a most well-known one in 
deconstructing the SI practices. In his account, the interpreter has limited time and 
capacity, which need to be well distributed to listening, memorizing, processing and 
reproducing. Without a proper balance, the task cannot be fulfilled in a satisfactory 
manner. Restrained by time and efforts, syntactic linearity is later put forward as a 
feasible strategy to reach the balance.  
As the name indicates, syntactic linearity is mainly about following the source 
language order, which minimizes delays in the output and reduces the memory burden 
to a large extent. Existing studies on it primarily center on coping strategies, skills and 
techniques, with most analysis done out of context. Few have probed into why the 
interpreter feels hindered in following the original order. Given the fact that 
information equivalence is one of major concerns for SI practitioners, it is necessary 
to approach this topic from the aspect of information arrangement. In this context, 
Wan Hongyu and Yang Chengshu (2005: 73-77) open a new window by studying 
syntactic linearity from the perspective of the theme-rheme theory. According to their 
study, “theme” is the initial part of the clause, serving as the “point of departure”, 
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into three types: the given, the new and zero information. Through corpus-based 
analysis, both scholars summarize conditions in which the theme and rheme 
information might obstruct linear interpreting and they conclude that theme carrying 
new messages is more likely to hamper syntactic linearity than the other two. The 
significance of Wan and Yang’s findings is that it opens a new angle by approaching 
syntactic linearity from the aspect of theme-rheme theory. However, with the 
emphasis on the initiation of linear interpreting, their study fails to evaluate the full 
implementation process. Moreover, as the assumptions are tested with sight 
interpreting, it is not sure if the results can be applied to actual SI practices.      
1.2 Thesis Arrangement 
Considering the above limitations, this thesis puts this question in real context 
and studies how thematic structures and their information layouts impact the 
implementation of syntactic linearity and how can the interpreter decide whether to 
adopt this strategy or not.  
The thesis consists of five sections. Chapter One is a general introduction of the 
research background and the purpose of the study. Chapter Two reviews existing 
researches on SI and syntactic linearity, including six paradigms and studies 
conducted by Goldman-Eisler (1972), Yang Chengshu and Wan Hongyu (2005). 
Chapter Three gives an outline of the theme-rheme theory and its application in 
interpreting studies. It introduces two main theories in this field represented by M.A.K 
Halliday (2000) and the Prague school, and how those theories are applied to 
translation and interpreting studies. Furthermore, it focuses on the application of 
theme-rheme theory in studying syntactic linearity and sums up the contributions and 
limitations of relevant researches. Chapter Four is the case study composed of 
methodologies, analysis and results. In classifying influencing factors into thematic 
and non-thematic ones, the author explores four major types of theme information 
arrangements and their impact on implementing syntactic linearity. From this analysis, 
the author summarizes how different types of theme information could block syntactic 
linearity and what are the potential solutions. On the basis of those findings, Chapter 
Five put forwards several suggestions to better the implementation of syntactic 
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